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A History of the Chiapas Project 


by Richard Flamer 


“The roots of my work with the 
‘Qhianas Project and SYJAC, Skola’el 
Yijun Jumaitic, A.C., (an acronym for 
“Senice to our People” in Tzo Tzil) go 
‘backto 1986 and my work with the Dio- 
tese of San Cristobal and their work 
with Guatemalan refugees in camps 
long the Mexican-Guatemalan bor- 
ter At that time, 1 was working as a 
foving photographer with Fr. Javier 
Ruiz, Sister Josefina de La Torre 
Borbon, Don Marcello Cruz and tan- 
gentially Don Samuel Ruiz Garcia who 
‘was the Bishop at the time. 

The refugees returned to Guatemala 
2nd|went off on a journey to try and 
make life of domesticity which didn’t 
work very well. SYJAC, however, was 
bomin those years while the refugees 
were returning. As a response to the 
increasing marginalization and the 
ffeater volume of indigenous expul- 
sions from traditional communities, 
SYJAC was incorporated as a non- 
‘profit group to work with the more than 
75,000 indigenous people who had 
‘been expelled from their communities. 
Ofthese, 30,000 were living on the 
ffinge of San Cristobal de Las Casas. 

About the time that Sister Josefina 
was working at organizing these exiled 
indians, a series of events were simul- 
taneously occurring. Habitat for Hu- 
Manity came to Chiapas. An ecumeni- 
talpeace group was trying to work with 
the communities responsible for the 
evictions and the expelled to return 
‘some families back to the communi- 
‘ties. The center for Human Rights 
‘called Fray Bartolome de Las Casas 

became more effective and started ini- 
‘Hating publicity campaigns and court 
actions to establish a human right for 
‘the indigenous to live in peace in their 
fand of origin. Land invasions by other 

groups (again, expelled but some had 

Organized in different fashions) to 

land owned by the government 
and large absentee landholders. 

- Onthe Board of Directors for SYJAC, 

the individuals, including many of my 


friends from earlier years, began to try 
and organize a nonprofit group with a 
base in San Cristobal that would try 
and work with some of these basic 
needs around them. A decision was 
made to make the effort ecumenical in 
its outlook and working so many of the 
expelled included evangelical or prot- 
estant groups. Don Samuel Ruiz, who 
is on the Board, is famous for his hu- 
man rights work. Sister Josefina has 
had a long history of working day to 
day with the indigenous people in their 
daily spiritual struggles. Father Javier 
continues to be a parish priest ina 
state that is at war. The son of Don 
Marcello, now a college and seminary 
graduate, Sabas Cruz Garcia, began 
working at SYJAC with Sister Josefina. 
When Sister Josefina was assigned to 
the mountains of Guererro, Sabas took 
over the day to day reigns of SYJAC 
along with Sister Clo who also has 
years of experience working on a daily 


basis with the indigenous, mostly with 
the Tsel Tal. 


The dreaded “L” word needs to rear 
its head. Liberation theology is now 
entrenched in the world. Whether its 
practitioners are harassed or ignored, 
the fact of the matter is that there is a 
place for the theology in our modern 
times. In no other place in the world 
that | have ever visited is the practice 
of liberation so evident as in Chiapas. 
The role of SYJAC, day to day, is at the 
heart the practice of liberation theol- 
ogy. 

In the year 2000, | returned to 
Chiapas, along with Fr. Frank Cordaro 
(anti-war activist) and Bob Wright (re- 
tired union activist). We were met by 
Sabas and toured the half finished 
Community Center of SYJAC. As we 
roamed throughout indigenous com- 
munities in Chiapas, it became clear to 
me where | would be spending the next 
few years of my life. 

| returned to the Des Moines Catho- 
lic Worker where | had been working 


on rebuilding the houses within the 
community. Fr. Frank and | began rais- 
ing money, eventually collecting 
enough to return to finish the first floor 
of the Community Center and allowing 
me to spend time with Sabas and Sis- 
ter Clo in trying to work out the role that 
the soon to be incorporated Chiapas 
Project could play in their work. 
Delegations became a major focus 
as we decided that for first world 
people to see the faith, the joy, the pov- 
erty, the discrimination, the injustice, it 
was necessary to set up a system of 
education. The delegations bring 


- people down for a week to see what it 


is that | have seen for the last 15 years. 
Additionally, my photography has con- 
tinued to play a role as | have set up 
exhibitions of the work to go along with 
talks as well as independent exhibi- 
tions. 

The SYJAC team asked us to help 
them with finding money for further de- 
velopment of programs that they had 
been questioned about by the people 
they serve. We began first with a day 
care center which was opened last 
year. Like most of our work, it is messy 
and not very well defined. We have 
anywhere from 3 to 15 children a day 
and we usually provide food for those 
children twice a day. (Sometimes it’s 
only once if they have all eaten before 
coming to the Center.) ; 

This last year (2002) we have fin- 
ished two physical structures on the 
second floor of the Center and the 
Sewing Cooperative is now open 
though we need furniture, sewing ma- 
chines, etc. Sister Clo has two classes 


of around 20 women each who now 


can meet upstairs with lots of light, etc. 
The Wood Shop is finished but not 
open yet. | need to get back down 
there to teach the use of the machines 
to young men and women who are al- 
ready making furniture but right now 
have no access to other than hand 
tools. 


Next year we hope to open a small 
computer cooperative for young 
people to learn the basics of computer 
skills. Again, it is what the indigenous 
people that we work with are asking 
about. 

In the outreach program, we are 
working with a community in Yajalon to 
help them in their efforts at fundraising. 
We are working with the physical de- 
velopment of a community called 5 de 
Marzo where we have helped them get 
started on building a church in con- 
crete block, started a drainage system 
using some of the newly trained engi- 
neers from the Yajalon project, helped 
with Habitat for Humanity housing, etc. 
Additionally, we are working with a 
hospital in Altamirano (San Carlos) 
which is run by a group of nuns of St. 
Vincent de Paul. 

Everything done by the Chiapas 
Project goes through or is in associa- 
tion with SYJAC. SYJAC has asked for 
our help in raising funds, in organizing, 
etc. We are truly partners. 

No one making the day-to-day deci- 
sions is actually paid, though it is a 
dream of all of us that a subsistence 
wage could be paid to Sabas, Sister 
Clo. | do receive $1,000 per month 
stipend from the funds I raise. The 
teacher for the Day Care Center is 
paid, and we hope to have a mainte- 
nance man/woodshop teacher who is 
paid as well. 

The Chiapas Project is now a non- 
profit with IRS status to help us raise 
funds. For the next six months, | will be 
raising funds with grant applications, 
talks to churches, photo exhibitions, 
etc. The Board of Directors, a fine 
bunch of people with great hearts and 
good skills, will eventually be taking 
over the majority of the fundraising 
while | return to San Cristobal to live 
full time. 

| expect that | will be doing construc- 
tion most of the time with an eye to- 
wards building community in any form. 
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Persamiento de uw Nine- 


It uwt the fault of the culture 


Nor wit the fault of education, of understanding 


Nor i it for the poverty 
But runy iw my veing. 


Or perhapy it ix for my dark skiwor my black eyes, 


It could be my black hair, I dont know 


But whew I pasyowthe street, whew! amvinschool, 


It iv always w sign that I dowt understand, 

I dowt know because I cannot expresy myself. 

I have to be aw Indian, 
Indiow in w sim: 


I dow't know why they yay this, but I think it in 


because I aww poor. 


I have a pair of shoes, I awhappy that I am not 


bare-footed. 


I dowthave many clothes, and what I have ivold 


but clean. 
I wash with water and soap like everyone else. 
But they continue ing me Indiow. 


I dowt understand, I don’t feel bad to- be an In- 
diow. 
[have aworigin, a culture that I amproud tobe 


a port of. 
Thove wfather, 


who- iy away working 


Washing clothey for another to- give uy something 


to- eat. 


I awproudof my mother, I feelbad to-seeher thuy 


What aw I able to-do? I awa child, after all. 
I ama child that needy help, 
A child that hay hope of setting forth. 
Iam aw child with a big heart 

St. 


I anve child that wanty to-overcome, to- become 


educated, to cultivate my ideas. 


I dowt know how I will make thiy dream I have 


come true, 


I dowt know if I wil do thiy with the help of my 
mother 


or with the help of wa ous heart to- 


help 
or with the light of God, but I want to move for- 


ward. 


I dowt want more screams, nor to- be told I an 


stupid, nor to be insulted, 
I want to be heard, 
I amaw Indian, but I ama child ay well, 


A child that wanty opportunity 
lam me, a child with faith and hope. 


Anonymous but circulating around San Cristobal de las Casas 
amongst the indigenous population of Tzo Tzil and Tsel Tal. 
Translation by Richard Flamer and Araceli Benitez Moya (out of 
TZo Tzil into Spanish into English) 


IPO Box 4551 
Des Maines [4 50306 


Laysut and design: Fran Puller 
Photographer: Richard Flamer 


thin! say ay if to be aw 


athe time he ix drunk. 
And sometimeyhehity my mother, my poor mother 


I have no- 
My view ty dean, my wordy ay well, so sayy my 
mother. 
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The Chiapas Project 
Mission Statement 


The mission of the Chiapas Project is to develop a partnership between the 
people of the State of lowa, U.S.A., and the state of Chiapas, Mexico. This 
partnership will be achieved by implementing the following goals: 

A. Provide educational opportunities for people in lowa and for people in 
Chiapas so that individuals in each state will gain an understanding of the 
Spiritual, cultural, and economic realities of both states. 

B. Develop relationships and cooperative efforts with other organizations in 
both states so that resources and efforts address specific objectives that will 
improve the quality of life for the indigenous peoples of Chiapas. 

C. Establish an infrastructure to accommodate the physical and material] 


needs of individuals who are visiting in either state in order to meet goal A,| 
B, or both. 
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on  ———————— 


by Richard Flamer 


Suffering from a kind of 
culture shock with my re- 
entry to the 1st world of the 
U.S., | was asked by both 
my conscience and the 
Board of Directors of our 
non-profit group to try and 
summarize what was ac- 
complished on this latest 
venture to Chiapas. | re- 
aly am not sure of what to 
include, and | am sure 
that | would leave some- 
thing out, so | decided to 
try and delineate what 
was most important for 
me in these last few 
months. 

The trip down by vehicle 
was fraught with prob- 
lems, some of which we 
solved, some not. Char- 
ley Kidder (a friend of 25 
years) and Lilia Garcia (a 
fiend since last year 
when she went on the del- 
egation) met me in 
Qmaha, and we drove 
two vehicles to the border 
town of Brownsville where 
| meet with Customs 
People from Mexico to fig- 
ure out a way of entering 
legally so that we could 
donate both the vehicles 
and the contents (tools, 
computers, etc.) to the 
Syjac center in San 
Cristobal. We were told 
fo enter “in transit” and 
then legalize everything 
as a donation once we 
were in San Cristobal 
rather than arrange the 
transfer of the “in transit” 
status at the Southern 
Border with Guatemala. 
WRONG.... After over 3 
months of negotiation, we 
still don’t have most of the 
tools and neither of the 
vehicles (one got sold 
because it was too “new” 
tobe donated). We man- 
aged to get over half the 
tools to the center along 
with the sewing machines 
but the computers had to 
leave the country (be- 
cause of the new regula- 
tions of NAFTA), so | do- 
nated them to a Priest at 
the border who got them 
tohis church program of 
working with street kids 
on computers. .. 

The timé that Sabas 
(one of the co-directors of 
Syjac) and | spent on do- 
nations with all the paper- 
work, etc. was not lost 
time. By the time we were 
finished, or nearly so, 


Sabas had made 3 treks 
to Mexico City (19 hours 
one way by bus) and I had 
spent over 3 weeks at the 
Southern Border. Mexico, 
as a country, is changing 
rapidly. The old ways of 
Bribes, etc. are altering 
the day-to-day life of all of 
the Mexicans we talked 
with. The problems in- 
clude the new ways of try- 
ing to impose laws that 
have been on the books 
for years that no one ever 


asked by Sor Maite to run 
interference for her with 
the Dutch Architect/Su- 
perintendent who seemed 
to be much more inter- 
ested in Architecture 
made whole than in what 
the hospital wanted, i.e. 
he had, despite the 
urgings of Sor Maite, 
failed to design a dining 
room or kitchen into the 
general plan because he 
could not find space for 
them. Likewise, space for 


And she started into a rou- 
tine of visiting the babies in 
the Guarderia (day care 
center) working with Sister 
Clo and working with me 
on construction projects. 

| rehired Eugenio and 
hired Enrique (the broth- 
ers of Sabas) to start the 
second floor construction 
which included a new sew- 
ing center (the wing is 48 
feet long by 16 feet wide 
with lots of light from win- 
dows on two sides — a 


enforced, the changing 
laws of NAFTAA, the 
minds of Beaurocrats who 
need to understand that 
they are no longer Tzars 
but servants, etc. | think, 
with our work, we helped 
play a role in some of that 
change. We are continu- 
ing to try and work on get- 
ting the goods, etc. back 
to San Cristobal. 

Once in San Cristobal, 
Charley flew back to 
Omaha, Lilia went up to 
Aitamirano to serve with 
the nuns of St. Vincent de 
Paul at the San Carlos 
Hospital (she’s an x-ray 
tech). Mostly, though, she 
hung out and worked in 
the Nursery with new- 
borns and young moth- 
ers. 

| made a couple of trips 
to Altamirano and the 
hospital to help with the 
construction of the new 
hospital down the block 
from the old one (being 
built by a Dutch founda- 
tion). With my construc- 
tion experience, | was 


doctors to live, a morgue, 
etc. The young architect 
and | worked together so 
that he eventually found 
room for all of the needed 
structures (going under- 
ground for the morgue, a 
covered patio for the din- 
ing area next to a kitchen 
space while going off the 
block to another area a 
block away for the 
doctor’s quarters). 

While at the hospital, | 
continued taking photos 
of the flowers, the chapel, 
and many of the patients. 
| tried to explore the physi- 
cal needs of this wonder- 
ful place that dispenses 
health via love. 

Back at San Cristobal, 
Claire Quiner arrived and 
we set up a routine, of 
sorts, for her work with 
the poor. She began her 
Spanish classes and 
started working at the 
Community Center 
(Syjac). We worked ona 
sign for the outside of the 
center in wood (which 
came out beautifully). 


shed roof). We ran new 
electrical circuits to pro- 
vide power for lighting, 
sewing machines, etc. 
Additionally, we built a tool 
storage room and a Ccar- 
pentry workshop on the 
second wing (48 feet by 18 
feet total size). Eugenio 
and Enrique laid over 
3000 blocks for the two 
wings and then did a 
smooth coat over the en- 
tire structure. They 
worked continuously on 
the building while | worked 
at some projects, then 
took off to work outside the 
center on other projects 
(i.e. | did the carpentry for 
roofing, ordered the mate- 
rials, the doors, installed 
the wooden windows, 
etc.). Talk about more 
bang for your buck? With 
the help of Claire, 
Eugenio,Enriq ue, 
Paul Allen and his wife 
Billie, we managed to build 
two wings on the center for 
a little more than 
$$23,000. | was truly in 
awe. 


Something Tangible 


Along the way, we re- 
paired some of the plumb- 
ing, built some furniture 
for the Guarderia, Claire 
did some benches for the 
Sewing Center, we built 
some shelves for the 
kitchen, and repaired and 
added new electrical fix- 
tures. 

During this same period, 
we became involved with 
another community of “los 
expulsados’”, or the ex- 
pelled. A community 
called 5 de Marzo on the 
other edge of San C. from 
where we had been work- 
ing. It is a community of 
490 families that invaded 
public lands seven years 
ago. They have stayed 
united through the won- 
derful efforts of Sister 
Maura (a member of the 
same congregation as 
Sister Clo). Sor Maura 
asked me to come and 
help the people design a 
church of concrete block 
(she had received a dona- 
tion of 10,000 pesos from 
the former bishop, Don 
Samuel Ruiz) to replace 
their tiny wooden struc- 
ture. | met with the repre- 
sentatives and started 
working on building the 
new church over the ex- 
isting wooden structure 
with the materials paid for 
by Don Samuel and most 
labor paid for by the com- 
munity. We managed to 
get the front face built with 
the start of two sidewalls 
before the materials and 
money ran out. | think it is 
a long - term project for 
me. 

While at the 5 de Marzo 
community, | also worked 
with Mauri on getting 
Sabas and Syjac involved 
so that they found two 
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And To Think that | Saw It on Tlaxcala Street! 


by Billie Greenwood 


Apologies to Dr. Suess 
for twisting the title of his 
book about Little Marco, 
whose dad told him to 
watch for interesting 
sighis on the way to and 
from school. But all 
Marco saw was a boring 
old harse and wagon. 
Imagine if he could report 
a zebra pulling the 
wagon...or maybe, if the 
zebra was pulling a 
chariot. Finally he de- 
cides that he saw an el- 
ephant enthroned with a 
ruby-bedecked rajah! 
“Say! That makes a story 
that no one can beat, / 
When | say that | saw it on 
Mulberry Street.” 

Unlike Marco, | never 
had to use my imagination 
to find the unusual on 


Tlaxcala Street, the calle 
on which | lived and 
worked in San Cristobal 
while volunteering for The 
Chiapas Project. 

| thought abbut Marco 
when | walked to and fro 
and wondered if people 
would think | was just 
making up my stories of 
the strange, and wonder- 
ful, and horrible things | 
saw. “And to think that | 
saw it on Tlaxcala Street!” 
| mused to myself. 

Tlaxcala—(a magical 
name, be sure to say it 
aloud.)—is the main ar- 
tery through which the 
displaced indigenous, 
who settled in a bad 
pocket of urban sprawl, 
need to pass to get into 
town. They moved to the 


city for various rea- 
sons, none of which 
were happy: war, op- 
pression, and poverty. 
But, many maintain 
their native garb in their 
new sium home. 
Women dress in every 
color of the rainbow, in 
costumes that would be 
right at home in Na- 
tional Geographic 
magazine. Men use 
walking sticks, wear 
straw hats, carry unbe- 
lievable loads until out 
of sight. | loved to greet 
the passers-by; they 
found me as unusual a 
sight on Tlaxcala Street 
as | did them. 

Since owning a car is 
a luxury only for the 
richest, many took a 


microbus, a few rode bikes, 
but most people walked on 
Tlaxcala, barefoot or in the 
cheapest of plastic sandles. 

Often they walked in family 
groups. Very often girls or 
women of all ages walked 
carrying a baby or even a 
toddler slung on her back. | 
noticed how affectionately 
people walked along to- 
gether: couples of all ages 
arm-in-arm, children with 
arms around each other, two 
girls hand-in-hand. 

There are three tortillarias 

in the first three blocks of 
Tlaxcala. They all sell a kilo 
(2.2 pounds) of fresh, warm 
tortillas for less than 50 
cents. Strangely enough to 
our U.S. minds, that’s a lot of 
money there. 
Paul and | were thinking 
life in Mexico is pretty 
cheap when our “dinner 
and a movie” evening cost 
us a total of $5.00 on 2- 
for-1 night. Then we real- 
ized that was an entire 
day’s wage for a laboring 
man with a day job. What 
parent could afford to blow 
their whole day’s pay ona 
movie? 

A little river flows under 
Tlaxcala, between our 
apartment and the Center 
where we volunteered. It 
always smelled. Once 
Clare Quiner, another vol- 
unteer, showed me two 
dead pigs floating down- 
stream. When we didn’t 
have water at the Center 
for three days straight, the 
guys had to haul up this 
river water to mix con- 

struction cement. Worse, 

| often noticed the poor 
washing off in the stream 
and sometimes washing 
their clothes there, too. 

Our simple apartment 
was comfortable. But just 
down the street from us 
was a crowded cluster of 
tin roof, one-room shack/ 
homes, lacking any indoor 
plumbing or flooring, sur- 
rounded by red mud. The 
gap between the rich and 
the poor is clear on 
Tlaxcala. And we passed 
it every day to and from 
our work. 

From Tlaxcala it’s easy 
to admire the richly green- 
forested mountains that 
surround San Cristobal, 
a gorgeous view to eyes 
accustomed to the flat 


lowan plains. On 
Tlaxcala, it’s better to 
look up than down be- 
cause the street itself is 
littered with paper and 
debris, corn cobs, mango 
pits, beer and liquor 
bottles. 

Drug and alcohol abuse 
is a problem among the 
displaced, along with the 
violence that accompa- 
nies it. We stayed inside 
after dark. In general, 
however, | always felt 
safe on Tlaxcala. People 
recognized us as ‘belong- 
ing’ to the SYJAC Center. 
Neighbors greeted us 
with friendly smiles and 
waves. 

| saw the unlikely on 
Tlaxcala. If my stories 
sound extreme, they are 
(unlike little Marco’s!) 
straight fact. | didn’t do or 
accomplish anything on 
Tlaxcala that somebody 
else could not have done. 
But Tlaxcala is in my 
mind and in my heart 
now. 

My real job is ahead: to 
make choices on how | 
use my fabulous income 
(by their standards) to 
make a difference to the 
people of Tlaxcala Street 
as well as to the folks on 
all the other streets of the 
Third World. 


by Paul Affe 
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who volunteer their time and 
sweat, in exchange for room 
and board and a chance for an 
education in the local schools 
which their home villages lack: 

3) a coffee crop which, be- 
yond the edible foods they 
grow and eat, serves to pro- 
vide a little cash flow to help 
fund other projects and needs; 

4) worm beds and ‘recy- 
clable’ latrines (with a 
little lime and time and some 
wood ash, human waste be- 
comes excellent fertilizer for 
coffee trees) to help the farm 
crops; 

5) the use of wood-burning 
cooking-stoves made largely 
of clay that can provide any- 
one with a healthy, efficient 
means of cooking, which uses 
only % the normal amount of 
fire-wood and which also 
vents the smoke and carbon 
from the home, costing only 
about $20. 

There’s lots more to add and 
explain, but I'd like to linger a 
little longer instead on item 5 
above because the next day 
Billie and | accompanied two 
of the ranch guys out to a town 
even farther into the hills 
where they/we would build 
one of these clay stoves — 
under the watchful eyes of 
many of the area village's 
handymen who showed up “to 
learn how’, and a few nuns 
from the clinic where the 
model stove was to be made. 
For a couple of hours, the 
group of us sifted sand and 
mixed clay and a half bag of 
cement into a ‘mud’ concoc- 
tion and pounded it into a 
simple nearly square form. As 
this mud set, it was hollowed 
into aclever system of fire-pot 
and a few tunnels that led to 
circled openings made the 
same size as the nun’s griddle 
and pots. !Ay, Caramba! -ina 
few days it would be ready to 
fire up, complete with a home- 
made (from back at the 
Ranch) tin chimney. 

We were sold on the idea: 
its ‘appropriate’ technology, 
materials, labor and cost 
(though low to us beyond the 
reach of most campesinos). 
Literally hundreds of families 
in the area, especially the 
moms and little kids who 
spend so many hours indoors 
around the stove, yearn for 
such a luxury. The alternative 
is usually a three-stone open 
fire inside the one-room 
houses. (cough,cough). 

Billie and | talked about it on 
our way back to San Cristobal 
a day or two later, after other 
similar good experiences with 
the folks of Yajalon. All our 
time there had been cause for 
optimism and enthusiasm. 
Here was a group of 
campesinos who had orga- 
nized to directly target some of 
their most basic needs, espe- 
cially for those from mountain 
farms and villages where it is 
becoming increasingly difficult 
to make it, i.e. survive. She 


ua facts 
Get 


and | talked about helping to 
fund this stove project and 
about convincing others of its 
value, about helping build 
stoves and about teaching 
others to build them, about 
spreading the idea beyond the 
Yajalon area of Chiapas. 

There are many, many wor- 
thy needs in this world of ours, 
but certainly here is one of 
them, we feel, one that has 
many happy and healthy con- 
sequences. We hope that 
money sent to The Chiapas 
Project can be earmarked for 
this “let’s-get-c s0king project” 
in Yajalon (or wherever else in 
Chiapas), and we hope that 
the two of us can continue to 
be an ongoing part of it, with 
our future time and energy and 
money, si Dios quiere. Any- 
body else out there inter- 
ested? 
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To give and not to take, 


that 1s what makes people 
human. 


Ideals and not deals, 


That is what makes people 
human. 


Feter Maurin 
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by Richard Flamer 


After a period of four 
years with the Des 
Moines Catholic Worker 
and a bit more than 14 
years in Central America 
(mostly as a photojournal- 
ist), | can heartedly attest 
that the Catholic Worker 
in Coatepec, Veracruz, is 
a blessed place. Itis a 
community in the finest 
sense. 

Lupe met me at the door 
when | recently visited on 
my way driving out of 
Mexico for the Chiapas 
Project based in San 
Cristobal de las Casas. 
Luis Mora, husband of 
Lupe, father to Emily and 
Laura, was there but bus- 
tling around to get to a 
march on time. Of 
course, Emily and Laura 
actually are the rulers of 
the house which also in- 
cludes Jorge, Martin, and 
a couple of young people 
going to high school who 
would normally reside in 
Chiapas but because of 
the war and resistance, 
haven't a place in the 
education system of 
Southern Mexico. 

With a weekly radio pro- 
gram on an independent 
local radio station, the lo- 
cal community involve- 
ment, a family, one would 
think the plate is full at 
their house, yet they find 
time to work in Chiapas 
organizing with the com- 
munities in resistance 
(sometimes labeled as 
Zapatista) to form coop- 
eratives, organize health 
campaigns, women’s co- 
operatives, etc. 

Since our work has the 
opportunity to overlap in 
Chiapas, | had been in 
correspondence with 
Lupe and Luis to try and 
visit to exchange ideas 
and experiences. The 
Chiapas Project works of 
mercy include a commu- 
nity center designed 
around the communities 
of “Los Expulsados” who 
are those who have been 
expelled from their com- 
munities, around 35,000 
in San Cristobal! alone, 
that now houses the re- 
gional office of Habitat for 
Humanity, a Day Care 
Center for single mothers, 
a Cooperative Sewing 
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devote my time and my brain to 
working on making the delega- 
tion experience meaningful. It 
seems that | can either think 
and work in Spanish or in En- 
glish but going back and forth 
makes me have to empty my 
brain. 

In this year of 2002, we had 
three delegations which were 
all small but all packed with 
interest. In 2003, we intend to 
schedule four delegations but 
we plan on having more. With 
three or more people, we can 
put a delegation together if we 
have a three-week lead time 
(more if we have to help make 
plane reservations.) Of great 
concern to all involved with the 
Chiapas Project is the cost of 
these delegations. With the 
$700 we ask for the seven 
days, we pay all but about 10% 
in costs of hiring transport, 
housing (we work with the ho- 
tels which are lovely but also 
the owners are very active with 
social justice issues.), meals 
(which somehow play an inor- 
dinate role when held in com- 
mon to sort of go over the day’s 
events), translators, and vari- 
ous unusual expenses (when 
we enter into the communities 
in resistance, we need to apply 
for permission a couple of days 
ahead of time usually requiring 
paperwork which we hire.) 
This coming year we intend to 
hire the translators from an- 
other Catholic Worker commu- 
nity in Coatepec, Veracruz, to 
allow them to help support 
their Worker community. 

As for airfare, we have a 
couple of alternatives. Airfare 
is not cheap outside the major 
tourist destinations. A plan 
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ticket to Mexico City from the 
Midwest is around $500 
roundtrip while the ticket to 
Tuxtla Gutierrez or San 
Cristobal de ias Casas has 
ranged from $750 to $1350 
round trip. We tried both desti- 
nations this last year and found 
that the trip to Tuxtla seems to 
be more reliable, but we have a 
two-hour drive each way to pick 
people up. The trek to San 
Cristobal is usually the same 
price but requires an overnight 
stay in Mexico City and is only 
punctual about half the time. 
Finally though, for those who 
have more time than money, we 
can offer a different solution. 

It is possible to get cheap air- 
line tickets to either Cancun or 
Mexico City followed by a bus 
ride via the main Southern Line 
“Cristobal Colon’. From the 
Mexico City airport, it is secure 
to take a taxi via the kiosk lo- 
cated in the main terminal di- 
rectly to the Southern Bus sta- 
tion. From the Southern Bus 
station, it is a 16 to 19 hour bus 
ride to San Cristobal. From 
Cancun where there are less 
security concerns, it is an 18- 
hour bus ride. The cost of these 
bus fares changes every six 
months, but at the moment they 
are around $50 each way. If 
you plan on coming on a del- 
egation and choose to come by 
bus, please let us know ahead 
of time and make arrangements 
for coming a day early and leav- 
ing a day later. 


2003 Delegation Dates 
February 17 — 25 
March 15 — 24 

April 14 - 21 
June 14 — 23 
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Day Care Genter of SYIAC 


by Araceli Benitez Moya 
translated by Richard Flamer 


The Day Care Center of SYJAC has children that for 
the majority cannot count on the love of a father but 
only that of a mother. However, they felt happy with 
the chance to come to the Center where they can be 
with little friends that are the same age, playing with 
their time together. 

And they eat happily also without realizing they are 
learning. For example, when they work with the 
“plastilina’, they are learning to play and talk with 
others. All this helps in their development, now that 
they are learning many things that after they will uti- 
lize when they get to kindergarten and for them it 
means they will not have trouble adapting to the 
ambience of school. The children that come to 
SYJAC are children that are of low means and that 
have mothers that need to work as domestic employ- 
ees or in washing clothes all in order to feed and 
dress their children. 

Each time that there are more children it means 
more little friends so that the children do not feel 
alone. Sometimes in their fami'y they receive no 
comprehension of love, but in SY.IAC, we try to give 
and accompany them in understanding. In all this dis- 
cord, this tender view they represent, this innocence 
that reflects the uncertainty of their lives they begin 
to discover, among the uneasiness, the caprices and 
smiles of life. They are there to give and receive joy, 
hope, faith, and love that will change this world’‘and 
for that they are able to be happy and able to live in 
a better world. 
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ns CHIAPAS PROJECT WISH LIST 


1. Your Prayers! Without them, none of the rest really matters. 

2. Money for the following needs: 

* $6,000 a year for art/education. Money for arranging exhibits, printing t — shirts, paying costs of newsletter. 

¢ $5,000 a year for scholarships of travel — Plane fare for people to travel from Des Moines to Chiapas and reverse. 

* $4,000 a year for maintaining house on Indiana Avenue in Des Moines as Chiapas Center. 

¢ $1,000 a month for small projects through serendipity, ic. $12,000. For tuberculosis travel project at San Carlos 
hospital in Altamirano, $4500. For latrine project to build five samples in two communities, etc. 

¢ Long - term maintenance — that is maintaining $1,000 for SYJAC for them to continue with their basic costs and 
$1,000 stipend for Richard Flamer totalling $24,000 a year. 

¢ $10,000 for roof over patio to create meeting space (there is no neutral meeting space for the community — only 
sectarian churches which seem to cause friction). The costs of building a metal roof include beams, lamina, and some 
fiberglass panels to allow light to enter. 

* $6,000 for carpenter project to buy tools (planers, saws, joiners), shelving and benches (most of which can be made 
there, but wood is expensive), and initial costs of separate funding for teachers as below with sewing project. 

¢ $10,000 for the sewing project to buy 20 new sewing machines (a combination of electric and treadle operated), 
furniture (tables, benches), miscellaneous equipment/supplies (thread in bulk, cloth, sergers for finish work, repair equip- 
ment), and the initial costs of separate funding of teachers who can be in the building while work is being done for formal 
classes and informal advice (two people alternating with some overlap while formal classes are going on). 

¢ $150,000 for land purchase to include $30,000 for purchase of land where SYJAC is located (the land is currently on 
a long term lease but there are occasional problems with the indigenous council which is constantly changing its board make 
up) and the land to the side (a vacant lot which is also owned by the Indian Council for eventual use as a warehouse for 
SYJAC/Habitat use to reduce the costs of Habitat houses (i.e. buying in bulk and distributing) with classrooms above to 
house adult education classrooms — mostly adult literacy programs). $20,000 for preliminary construction of warehouse 
space and the final $100,000 to purchase a house and apartment for use as an expatriate center (Catholic Workers coming to 
take Spanish), delegation housing and space for the Executive Director to live. 


The Chiapas Project, 1310 - 7th St., Des Moines, [A 515-243-0765 
Please send contributions to: PO Box 4551, Des Moines, !A 50406 
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